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Authors: Manisha Anantharaman, Emily Huddart Kennedy, Lucie Middlemiss and Sarah Bradbury

Abstract:
Since the 2000s, scholars and practitioners have located ‘community’ as a site of volunteer-based
collective action capable of supporting and promoting sustainable consumption. More recently, a
growing literature on community-based sustainable consumption has articulated a constructive
critique of such initiatives. Specifically, this literature has noted that community-based voluntary
civic engagement does not necessarily advance inclusion and democracy and describes issues of
representation emerging as unintended outcomes of this form of collective action. In this paper we
explore the issue of representation in community-based sustainable consumption projects through
case studies from England, Canada and India. We draw on these case studies to examine who is
represented in community-based sustainable consumption projects and how membership
composition is associated with group goals, decision-making procedures and distributive outcomes.
We find that questions of who gets to take part (and who is excluded), and who these projects
represent are rarely raised, and that this silence produces both a democratic deficit and a
particularly exclusive and middle-class form of green politics. With a view to being constructively
critical, we explore how these issues of representation might be overcome, and what scope there is
for addressing such issues through community-based initiatives, to realize visions of sustainable
consumption that are inclusive.

Introduction
For scholars who doubt the tenability of individualizing the responsibility to protect the environment
through, for example, recycling and bicycling, the prospect of community-led sustainability issues
holds much promise. Indeed, since the 2000s, there has been growing interest in community as a
site of collective action that can support and promote sustainable consumption. This interest has
been documented by academics, who initially characterized community as a site of social
transformation that seemed to counteract the trend towards the individualization of sustainable
consumption policy (Middlemiss, 2011; Seyfang, 2009). As political will to address environmental
problems has dissipated, governments’ have increasingly shifted responsibility for environmental
management to individuals, communities and corporations, in keeping with the broader project of
privatizing environmental governance ( Kennedy and Bateman, 2015; Middlemiss, 2014). We use the
term ‘community-based sustainable consumption projects’ to refer to “civil-society-based social
innovation” that seeks to improve environmental outcomes (Seyfang and Haxeltine 2012, p.381).
Today, community-based sustainable consumption projects appear in both top-down and bottom-up
forms, the former evolving in response to formal participatory mechanisms (e.g., citizens’ fora
convened by municipal governments) and the latter commonly initiated by well-resourced, middleclass members of the community (e.g., neighbourhood-led tool lending libraries).1 A growing critical
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Middle-class is a complex term that lacks a singular definition. We provide context specific
definitions in each of our cases, but in general, we follow Bourdieu (1984) as we take ‘middle-class’
to refer to a large social group that leverages significant cultural capital and moderate
socioeconomic capital to accrue privilege and assert power by influencing which tastes are deemed
markers of social status. Additionally, we recognize that the term operates as much as a cultural
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literature on community-based sustainable consumption argues that neither top-down nor bottomup community-based projects can be assumed to advance inclusion and democracy and equitably
represent all stakeholders. Process-related questions, such as who gets to take part and who these
projects represent are rarely raised; in many cases this silence exacerbates a democratic deficit and
inadvertently reproduces existing distributions of power and privilege (Lee, McQuarrie and Walker
2015). Building on such observations, we draw on case studies of community-based sustainable
consumption projects in England, Canada and India to address three questions: Who participates in
community-based sustainable consumption projects and in what ways? What are the mechanisms of
exclusion and inclusion operating in these projects? And, how do these mechanisms relate to the
goals, processes and outcomes of sustainable consumption projects?
We contribute to emergent scholarship that critically evaluates the impact of community-based
sustainable consumption projects on equity and democracy by identifying specific mechanisms
through which community-based projects become exclusive and apolitical. Our case studies
illustrate that as these projects are frequently initiated and designed by middle-class members, they
exude identities and sensibilities that appeal to middle-class prospective members. Middle-class-led
community initiatives tend to privilege apolitical tactics and behavioural solutions to environmental
problems, subjugating the democratizing promise of community-based sustainability initiatives.
Further, an issue of representation arises when political participation is ‘professionalized’ and
subject to middle-class tastes and etiquette. Through a feedback cycle, these themes
(individualization, apolitical engagement) then influence who becomes involved in community-based
projects (i.e., mostly middle-class) and what is achieved. Thus even when projects do not start with
the explicit intention of being exclusive or apolitical, they become so through this feedback cycle,
normalizing and legitimizing existing inequities in access to resources and access to participation in
decision-making, and cloaking exclusion under the veneer of community action.

What is participation in community-based sustainable consumption?
The term “community-based sustainable consumption projects” has been used in the literature to
describe a range of initiatives and in this paper we refer to projects that operate outside
governmental oversight and depend largely on the unpaid, voluntary work of individuals who are
motivated either by environmental or civic concerns. These projects appear in both top-down and
bottom-up forms. While some projects might involve participation by government actors or be
anchored in “formal” organizations like NGOs, others are more informal in their composition and
governance. Projects might be geographically-focused in specific neighbourhoods or localities, or
span larger geographies but are united by shared ideologies and practices. We thus use the term in a
pluralist sense to capture a range of projects that go beyond the individual but largely function
outside of the state and market.
In early writing on community-based sustainable consumption projects, scholars and policy-makers
expressed hope that these citizen-led efforts might increase participation in environmental
governance, whether by increasing action or increasing voice (Defra, 2005; Seyfang, 2009). More
recently, scholarship has evolved to develop a more critical approach to evaluating such initiatives. A
review of this emerging body of critical research on community-based environmental projects
(Taylor Aiken et al., 2017) highlights concerns with issues of representation and, by extension, of
democracy and legitimacy. The new critical work on community notes that participation in
community-based sustainable consumption projects is rarely inclusive (Bulkeley and Fuller, 2012;
construct as a sociological category, in that the discourses around the term ‘middle-class’ are as
important to its definition as income or consumption practices.
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Grossmann and Creamer, 2016). It documents mounting evidence that such projects have mostly
attracted middle-class, educated and relatively well-off members of the public, and that this narrow
representation may winnow the transformative impact these projects have for justice and
sustainability.
Before we unpack who participates in community-based sustainable consumption projects, we need
to understand the range of projects undertaken and the various forms of participation at play.
Scholars have evaluated a range of projects, from radical and political action (Schlembach 2011); to
community action tied into local concerns (Bennett et al. 2013; Eliasoph 1998; Perrin 2006); to
action funded by government to meet environmental targets ( Creamer, 2014; Hauxwell-Baldwin,
2013; Lee et al. 2015). We argue that the form of participation influences who participates and who
does not, and what goals are pursued and achieved, and which are not.
Participants in community-based sustainable consumption projects come from two subgroups:
environmental advocates and proponents of community-development. In North America, Western
Europe, and India, both subgroups tend to be more white (or upper-caste in India), middle-class,
and/or educated than the general population (Anantharaman 2016; Baviskar 2011; Evans, 2011;
Horton, 2003; Isenhour, 2012). Whereas once environmentalists were radical outsiders, ecologicallyoriented identities have become mainstream (Shirani et al., 2015), in particular those that reflect the
logics of middle-class and non-activist groups. People involved in community-development also tend
to come from middle-class backgrounds. In the UK and Canada, community actors are known to be
more educated, female, white and middle-aged than the average population (Cabinet Office, 2007;
Fong and Shen 2016; Kitchen et al., 2006). In India, community actors involved in issues that are
explicitly identified as civic or environmental are often exclusively middle-class (Mawdsley 2004),
though working class groups are more involved in civic issues that have justice or equity goals. This
means that community activists on sustainable consumption issues are doubly likely to be relatively
privileged (Aiken, 2012).
As well as community-based sustainable consumption projects drawing largely on middle-class
participants, the practices of such projects are shown in ethnographic research to tend towards a
rejection of typically ‘activist’ forms of politics. In this body of research, the move away from the
political is justified by people in community-based projects as a more effective way of making social
change (Bennett et al. 2013; Kennedy, Johnston and Parkins 2017). This rejection of confrontational
engagement represents an avoidance of the dominant trope of the left-wing, radical
environmentalist. A more contextual factor influencing the move away from traditional politics may
be the trend, within the broader neoliberal project, for environmentalism to increasingly prescribe
individualized and behavioural responses to environmental problems (Maniates 2001; Szasz 2007,
Middlemiss 2014). Relatedly, there is evidence that within such ‘apolitical’ engagement, it is more
palatable to demand that individuals take actions to achieve desired goals than for state or
corporate actors to bear responsibility. For instance, in Newell’s (2006) account of well-resourced
climate groups, communities take on the task of meeting government targets on household carbon
reduction. Such projects can turn into attempts to change individual behaviour, losing a sense of
collective endeavour (Hauxwell-Baldwin 2013).
The perceived need to create distance from the political may impact the nature and goals of
community-based projects. In trying to ‘do’ environment apolitically, community projects tend to
focus on consensus and collaboration (Kenis and Mathijs, 2014). This focus can have unintended
consequences for participation—and by extension—for representation. For instance, the transition
network, which promotes a hugely successful model of community action on environment
(Transition Towns), and represents one of the commonly cited project types in this field, places a
3

substantial emphasis on being apolitical. Analysing Transition Towns in Belgium, Kenis and Mathijs
(2014, p.180) articulate how this conciliatory tone impacts on its framing of participation:
“Inclusiveness, in Transition Town's discourse, primarily seems to mean being non-oppositional,
strongly collaborative, and pursuing harmony through complementarity amongst individuals and
their interests.” In Belgium and elsewhere, Transition Towns conceive of their community as sharing
common goals, with participation taking the form of a dialogue leading to agreement rather than
any kind of contestation (see Aiken, 2012; Connors and McDonald, 2011; Chatterton and Cutler,
2008; Grossman and Creamer, 2016; Kenis, 2016).
Recognizing diverse understandings of participation in the context of community-based sustainable
consumption, we distil this diversity into a simplified framework that distinguishes three forms of
participation observed in community-based sustainable consumption projects (Table 1). The
categories we identify—activist, communitarian, and low-impact self-discipline – relate to the overall
goals of the project and to the nature and structure of participation. In our view, the activist form is
less commonly adopted in community-based sustainable consumption projects although the
categories in Table 1 are more fluid than they appear; a group or project may move through these
forms depending on event and context. We fully expect there to be tensions within groups as to the
best way to frame participation in their activities, as well as some projects which use elements of
several of these categories. Below, we draw on our case studies to understand how projects frame
participatory action, so that we can move on to our next focus: understanding who participates. This
is important since, as we will show, patterns of inclusion and exclusion are reciprocally related to the
goals and outcomes of community-based groups (see Figure 1).
Table 1: Three forms of participation in community-based sustainable consumption projects
Forms of
participation
Activist

Communitarian

Low-impact
self-discipline

Overall goals of project

Who participates

Radically reforming the
economic and social
system to produce
substantial reduction of
environmental damage.
Taking ‘apolitical’ action
at a local level as a
result of a conviction
that government is
failing on environmental
governance.

People who have strong
green and social values,
and who believe radical
reform is necessary.

To encourage people in
the community to
change their behaviour
and reduce their
impacts on the
environment.

People who believe that
everyone is responsible
for, and capable of,
addressing
environmental
problems; people who
believe change starts
with the individual.

People who believe the
community is best
suited to resolving
issues of importance.

Nature and structure of
participation
Members should resist
the status-quo and act
to transform it; should
aspire to produce
systemic change.
Consciously apolitical
action, focused on local
change, members
should work together in
consensus to create
local, low-impact
alternatives that align
with shared values.
Members should
unobtrusively and
‘apolitically’
demonstrate to others
that being green is
straightforward,
enjoyable, and morally
correct.
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Who participates in community-based sustainable consumption: Lessons from
England, Canada and India
We now turn to case studies from England, Canada and India to explore representation in
community-based sustainable consumption. For each case we note who participates and in what
ways, or stages of the project, and use the framework in Table 1 to characterize how participation is
framed. We consider the mechanisms of exclusion and inclusion active in each case, and the impacts
of these mechanisms on the goals, processes and outcomes of the projects. Following detailed
elaboration of the cases below, we discuss how these insights contribute to understanding how
community-based sustainable consumption projects can intentionally avoid framing participation in
a manner that produces exclusion and a democratic deficit.

Place-based sustainability movement, England
In the UK, place-based, volunteer-led sustainability projects aiming to promote environmental action
in communities emerged around 2005. The best known is the Transition Town ‘movement’, which
grew from a single initiative in Totnes, to a global network of similar projects. Transition Towns took
climate change and peak oil as its key concerns, addressing these in a range of activities, including
local food and currencies, and community energy. Further initiatives based on the principle of
finding local solutions to environmental problems emerged concurrently, including community
energy initiatives, low-carbon community projects, and food-growing projects. Collectively, these
amount to a loose coalition of initiatives, and form a movement in the sense that they all attempt to
stimulate change in place-based communities. The case study outlined here is an example of a placebased sustainability project, Congleton Sustainability Group (CSG).
Methods
The empirical work for this case study was conducted in April 2012. The main form of data collection
was qualitative interviews with the chairman, four co-ordinators and six less-active participants.
Documentation associated with CSG was also part of our analysis, including the website, the
Facebook page, back issues of the newsletter, and a series of resources aimed to promote
sustainable living produced by the group. We analysed datasets qualitatively, looking for the framing
of sustainability problems and proposed solutions.
Who participates?
Congleton has a highly-active voluntary sector. As a geographically distinct market town, surrounded
by countryside, it has a reputation for community action and events. The town is, to some extent, a
community of two halves: one part of the population has above-average educational qualifications,
and good employment prospects in the nearby knowledge industry. Residents of the social housing
estate, where unemployment rates are high, are more likely to have basic school-leaving
qualifications.
The Congleton Sustainability Group (CSG) was initiated by the Congleton Partnership, an explicitly
non-political voluntary group representing key stakeholders in the town (emergency services, local
councillors). The leader of CSG argued that environmental issues were poorly represented in the
town strategy and that there was a need for a sub-group on environmental issues. Individuals and
organisations around the town with an interest in environment were invited to join the group; later,
like-minded volunteers were attracted to get involved. CSG had a formal structure (chairman,
treasurer and secretary) and included representatives from a number of local environmental
organisations. The group was predominantly made up of (ex-) professionals: mainly retired people
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who had worked in the local knowledge industries.2 Members were using CSG as a network for their
connected interests, as they were frequently engaged elsewhere as volunteers or community
organisers, rather than actively engaging in collective work.
Mechanisms of exclusion and inclusion
Clearly the methods of recruitment to the group, and its status as a subsidiary initiative of the
Congleton Partnership, had an impact on who got involved in CSG activities at the outset. Logically,
the people involved at the beginning set the agenda of the group for the longer term, framing group
activities, and delineating who participates. In order to avoid association with the politics and
practices of more radical forms of environmentalism, CSG framed their activities in opposition to
two common framings of environmental action: promoting radical political change, and dwelling on
doom-and-gloom narratives of environmental apocalypse. As the group stated on its website:
A group of us has grown so tired of the negative portrayal of ‘Sustainability’ – sandals, whole nuts
and mucky mulches in the garden – that we have banded together to create the Congleton
Sustainability Group, part of the Congleton Partnership. (CSG 2014).
CSG positioned itself as part of the active community sector in Congleton, which is known for
providing opportunities for action:
[CSG] has been formed by people interested in finding lots of… community opportunities to
address the impact of climate change on Congleton (CSG 2014).
The group characterised its activities as fun and money-saving. While this framing of the problem of,
and solutions to climate change may seem innocuous, it is also exclusive, in particular marginalising
activist forms of participation. Inevitably none of the members interviewed espoused a radical green
identity in the context of the group. Further, such strong ‘apolitical’ framing resulted in group
activities which avoided any form of perceived radicalism or deep green intent.
Instead, the group’s identity was clearly aligned with a sense of professionalism. Given that most
group members came from middle-class, professional backgrounds, this is hardly surprising. A
professional identity played out in a number of practices in the group. For instance, the group had a
formal management structure, and meetings were held in a local company’s boardroom. On joining
the group, one volunteer, Anna, reported on the leader’s (Peter) assessment of her potential:
Peter… asked what I did [for work]… So Peter was clever in the way an employer would be, he
assessed what skills I had and he decided how he was going to allocate his jobs…
In effect the group leader ran CSG as a manager would a company. This professional approach also
produced formal project management practices. One interviewee explained that after the group
responded rather negatively to an idea she had about producing food for free, she wrote a formal
plan for the venture, drawing on her business planning skills. She found that by mobilising this ethic
of professionalism she was able to garner support for her project. Professional practices require
skills widespread among the participants of CSG. They are also highly exclusive, with even the
2

Note that in this case the strong emphasis on ‘professionalism’ is a clear signal of a middle-class
aesthetic, as by definition professionals are educated, relatively wealthy and in possession of the
cultural signifiers associated with being middle-class. While respondents did not self-identify as
middle-class, they articulated a clear identity of professionalism, entrepreneurialism and ‘sensible’,
non-radical action which is symptomatic of a form of environmentalism associated with corporate
sustainability.
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location of meetings (the boardroom) likely to deter all those that do not define themselves as
‘professionals’.
Goals processes and outcomes
The ethic of professionalism, and avoidance of radical identities led to a series of activities
characterised by the group as ‘sensible solutions’. These typically encourage low-effort changes to
townsfolk’s lifestyles, often with financial benefits. As volunteer Chris, put it: [We’re not] saying you
have to fundamentally change the way that you live, but be more informed… when you make
choices. Initiatives including a ‘top tips’ leaflet, and a Watt Watch programme (where people are
encouraged to record and reduce their energy use) emphasise saving money (and energy) through
incremental behaviour changes. The logic here fits clearly into the low-impact self-discipline framing
of participation, implying that townsfolk should reduce their demand for energy in order to facilitate
a government-led low-carbon transition.
Not surprisingly, given their emphasis on non-radical solutions, CSG did not challenge either
government, or business structures; indeed they clearly saw both as having an important role in a
transition to a low-carbon future. This runs counter to both activist and communitarian notions of
participation, which tend to start with the belief that governments and businesses are causing
environmental problems. Quite the contrary, CSG’s professionalism encouraged an entrepreneurial
orientation, exemplified by their discussions about developing their successful apple juice project to
be run “on a commercial footing”. In an activist or communitarian context this would likely have
provoked concern about the potential for conflicts of interest. This orientation also narrows the field
of potential participants: CSG activities appeal to environmentalists who believe in incremental
change, and people interested in the benefits of such change (for instance to save money on energy
bills).
There was an implicit assumption in much of the group’s activity that people are over-consuming
energy, which fails to recognise that some Congleton residents experience the ill effects of fuel
poverty, and would therefore benefit from increasing consumption. There was limited evidence of
the group taking into consideration residents’ financial concerns, likely because those that ran the
group (middle-class, educated professionals) were less likely to experience, and therefore prioritise,
financial difficulties. For instance, the barrier to townsfolk engaging in local food production and
consumption, was seen to be availability and accessibility rather than cost, and initiatives aim to
increase the former, rather than decreasing the latter.
Many of the activities of the group are, therefore, aimed at wealthier townsfolk. A more substantive
example of this is the group chairman turning down an offer to use a shop’s premises. The group had
aspirations to open a shop to sell and promote local produce. However, the premises offered were
located in the less wealthy part of town: near the social housing estate. The group felt that products
for sale would be too expensive for residents of the estate. This is symptomatic of an understanding
of the relevant publics for CSG action: those who can afford to pay a premium for green alternatives.
The dominance of middle-class, professional volunteers in CSG is eminently predictable given the
goals and processes outlined here, and the framing of the group’s activities as non-radical and
professional. While the group only set out to intentionally exclude ‘radical’ environmentalists, its
marked inclusion of professionals is likely to have given CSG an exclusive image. The professional
identity it espoused is particularly problematic, as it excludes people who are not able to engage in
the practices and understandings of professional life (typically the working classes).
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The eat-local movement, Canada
The local food movement3 in Canada is barely two decades old but has had significant impacts on
popular culture and urban and rural landscapes across the country. These shifts are evidenced by
recent development of local food policies at federal, provincial and municipal levels, by increased
marketplace activity (both inside and outside conventional food supply chains), and by the rise in the
number of food-related voluntary associations and in membership. This is a case study of actors who
advance local food systems under the auspices of community-building and environmental
protection.
Methods
Data were collected in 2013-14 using interviews and participant observation within state, market,
and civic spheres. Fifty-seven leaders of the food movement were interviewed and 12 food-related
events were observed; we conducted 9 interviews with state employees, and 24 from both
individuals in the market and civic spheres. Data were collected in three cities: Victoria, BC,
Edmonton, AB, and Toronto, ON. The purpose of the interviews was to understand what prompted
participants’ leadership role in the food movement, how they envisioned mobilizing others, what
their ideal food system was, and what barriers and opportunities influenced the likelihood of
achieving that ideal.
Who Participates?
Local food consumers are politically liberal members of the middle class4 (Baumann et al. 2017;
Guthman 2008; Johnston 2008). Less is known about who participates in the leadership of this
‘movement’. Of our 57 interviewees, the vast majority are women (only 14 men), almost all are welleducated (only 4 participants do not have at least a university degree), and most are white (only 6
non-white participants).5 These individuals participate because they want to make a better world,
locally. For some, this is because they felt upset about the quality of food being consumed and its
impact on health. For example, Marina, who works in the non-profit sector in Toronto explains what
motivated her involvement:
I couldn’t believe the parents of my kids’ friends would have a meal for their kids on their way to
their activities and it would be a sandwich in the back of the car. That was it! In my family, we
always sat together.
Marina’s comments reflect a general characteristic of those who participate: local food leaders
imbue middle-class food consumption practices with moral correctness and tend to denigrate the
type of food eaten (e.g., orange juice from concentrate, processed foods) and the rituals around
food consumption (e.g., eating in the back of a car) that are more typical of the working classes.
While Marina wanted to advance health, other leaders sought to improve local food security, the
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We use the term ‘movement’ loosely, noting that these actors are engaged in efforts to reorganize
patterns and systems of production and consumption along lines of sustainability.
4
Consumers across the class spectrum consume locally-produced food from home gardens but the
deliberate sourcing of food of local provenance through the use of food labels and shopping at
farmers’ markets is a middle-class phenomenon (Johnston and Baumann 2007).
5 In this case, we operationalize class traditionally, noting the participants’ high levels of education,
professional employment or time available to volunteer in a strongly middle-class domain
(‘authentic’ local food).
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environmental impact of food production, and community cohesion (see Kennedy 2016 for more
details).
Mechanisms of exclusion and inclusion
Almost all interviewees described their ideal food system as a place where everyone eats local food,
yet they do not envision everyone having a role in realizing that food system. Participants struggled
to imagine people with different values and tastes engaging in local food movements. For instance,
Anya, a woman in her 20s who works for a local food farm and delivery company in Toronto
explains:
Obviously every day you have to make those choices multiple times a day. I think the idea of
learning how to grow your own food is a very powerful experience that I think once people do it
something kind of clicks and you understand more.
Like the CSG members who neglect to acknowledge poverty in their community, Anya pictures
people who share her capacity to choose what to eat each day. This vision obfuscates those who feel
little agency when choosing what, how often, or how much to eat, and assumes the experience of
growing food is universally transformative.
Food leaders celebrated the big-tent diversity of the food movement. However, this diversity was
limited to variation in age and political orientation. Very few participants envisioned diverse social
classes working together to localize the food system. When interviewees envisioned a role for the
working classes, it was as beneficiaries of healthier (non-processed, whole) foods, not as
collaborators. Below are examples of how age and political diversity are supported in the food
movement. The first excerpt is from a woman who works in the city government in Toronto:
Kids get excited about food. People of our older generations have knowledge that they can share
and knowledge that comes from other countries and cooking. Food seems to be this great way
that you can respect and honour the knowledge that you do have and the assets that you do
have in your community and to be able to sort of bring them up.
A man who works in the civic sector in Toronto has witnessed political polarization fade in the local
food context:
You can rebuild communities around food because whether a Conservative, Liberal, this or that
or the other thing, we all understand food and all have stories and memories and connections
around food.
In contrast to this diversity, working classes are almost entirely excluded by aligning participation
with consumption of food that requires the economic and cultural capital of the middle-classes.
Similar to CSG, where professionalism (a middle-class characteristic) was an implicit requirement for
participation, here taste is a requirement. Indeed, when food leaders imagined the working classes
becoming engaged in local food initiatives it was after they overcame the barrier of education—in
other words, it was not the cost of local food that was seen as prohibitive but a lack of appreciation
for ‘good’ food.
Further, in the same way CSG members saw government and corporate entities as important allies,
so too did local food advocates. For example, Chelsea, a manager of a farmers’ market in a mixedincome neighbourhood in Edmonton articulates her vision of the different stakeholders in the local
food movement, a vision that does not include working class individuals:
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Food is one of those issues that crosses all sectors and needs solutions and needs a systems way
of thinking and in order to get a systems thinking, you need to be engaging the top decision
makers in all three levels of government and top business leaders and the top thinkers in the
community.
It is unlikely that state and corporate actors are going to push for a food system that pays workers a
fair wage, that challenges subsidies to large agri-business, or that challenges the commodification of
food. By actively including these actors and inadvertently excluding people with lower socioeconomic status, the local food movement is shaping the goals and potential outcomes of the
movement.
The mechanisms of exclusion in the food movement are inadvertent. By failing to imagine other
relationships to food – for instance, one based on necessity rather than tastes for ‘authentic’ foods –
food leaders create conditions that exclude the working class. There is awareness that the food
movement is ethnically white and a desire to diversify the movement in that regard. But working
class individuals are, if ever discussed, referred to as beneficiaries of a food movement rather than
partners in the transformation to a more just and sustainable food system.
Goals, processes, and outcomes
The choice to pursue the inclusion of some entities (e.g., state and corporate actors) and to view
working classes as outsiders (or possible beneficiaries) in the pursuit of a localized food system is
accompanied by particular ways of framing participation. Specifically, we see that most local food
leaders promote engagement as either the low-impact self-discipline (exhorting consumers to eat
better) or the communitarian form (developing community-based assets to support local food) and
their objectives for change follow suit. For example, Mimi, a social entrepreneur from Toronto
believes people would make better food consumption choices if the state had stricter labelling
policies:
[We need] labelling laws that are for people’s health and not for the food corporation bottom
line. If they want to sell their crap, they still can do it but I would put a tax on junk food. If you
have to pay a tax on food, then there is a tax and every time you buy garbage, you are aware as a
citizen that you are going to pay a tax because it is going to help pay for people’s health later on
that is damaged by those products.
While Mimi is adopting an antagonistic stance toward food corporations, it is only because they are
acting as a barrier to an individualized style of food system reform that will allow her community to
eat ‘better’. Mimi envisions advancing health and nutrition by making some ‘unhealthy’ foods (also
foods more typical of working class tastes) more expensive.
Participants often saw individual food consumption patterns as the most substantial barrier to
realizing the ideal food system. Thus, several people aspire to encourage “people to grow as much of
their own food as they [can], using whatever resources are available to them.” As Mimi expressed,
the villain is big industry but the process for defeating the villain is circumvention, not
confrontation—by encouraging people to make ‘better’ food choices. For example, a participant
from the civic sphere in Victoria says:
[In my ideal world], people would go meatless and have meat only on Friday, instead of just a
meatless Friday. I mean we’re horrified. Don’t talk to us about the meat and the fish industry.
People are drawn to local food to make their communities more resilient or enjoyable. In pursuit of
these goals, participants tend to idealize middle-class food tastes and see working class tastes as a
10

problem to be solved. The food leaders we spoke with wanted the movement to be inclusive but
tended to narrow their inclusion to diverse ages and political orientations. Many worked toward
their goal of a better food system through low-impact self-discipline and communitarian forms that
excluded actors who would choose more radical (activist) approaches. Like the case of CSG above,
the primarily middle-class leadership of the eat-local movement is most comfortable pursuing goals
that work with, rather than against, the interests of the state and market. They perceive promoting
low-impact self-discipline (in the form of modifying food consumption choices) and communitarian
(in the form of building community-based local food assets) approaches as most effective to
circumvent corporate control of the food system.

The zero-waste movement in India
Waste management has emerged as a key civic and environmental issue in India as municipal
infrastructures are unable to cope with the increasing amounts of waste produced in cities, making it
the primary domain for middle-class6 civic involvement (Mawdsley 2004). While many middle-class
campaigns around waste are focused on cleaning up streets, the past decade has seen a growing
zero-waste movement (ZWM) that is pushing households to change consumption and disposal
practices, bringing this movement into the domain of sustainable consumption.
Methods:
Data for the case study is based on a qualitative study of community-based zero-waste initiatives
conducted in Bangalore in 2011-13. It involved interviewing 38 individuals who participated in
neighbourhood-based zero-waste initiatives. Organizational representatives from social enterprises
and non-profits (n=10) who supported zero-waste initiatives through service provision and expert
knowledge were also interviewed (for more detail see Anantharaman (2014)).
Who participates?
Bangalore’s ZWM is largely composed of middle-class individuals similar to what has been
documented in other Indian cities (Srinivasan 2006). Middle-class movement participants fall into
four categories: local leaders, city-wide leaders, “sustainable consumers” and organizational
representatives. Local leaders set up and supervise zero-waste initiatives. These leaders, mostly
women, run awareness campaigns to educate their neighbours on ZWM principles, supervise
workers and liaise with service providers. They embody the communitarian form of participation in
that they see community coordination as key to solving civic and environmental problems. Some
have also become involved in disseminating zero-waste practices to other localities and in
influencing municipal policies, emerging as city-wide leaders. “Sustainable consumers” on the other
hand are individuals who participate in these initiatives through individual behaviour change. These
rank-and-file members have different levels of commitment to the ZWM, and are largely framed as
beneficiaries of the movement. Finally, these community-based initiatives are supported by a
network of organizations and businesses.
Interviews revealed that motivations for involvement in the ZWM are diverse. For many leaders (10
/18), involvement in zero-waste was an extension of civic involvement. To elaborate, many middleclass neighbourhoods in Bangalore are home to Residents’ Welfare Associations (RWA) dedicated to

6

India’s middle-class have been characterized using socio-economic markers such as income and
consumption profiles, and sociological criteria like occupation, education levels, linguistic, caste and
religious backgrounds. I follow Fernandes and Heller (2006) to characterize the middle-classes as a
“class in practice” i.e. a social group who deploy their cultural and social capital to distinguish
themselves from the poor and to assert their claim to speak for public good. Middle-class civic
politics in urban India have a well-documented illiberal nature which contributes to the further
marginalization of the poor and working classes in the public arena.
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improving civic amenities. These associations and networks provide the community and social
infrastructure for waste management initiatives to spread and establish. As Sneha, explained:
I have been active in my local RWA for several years, tackling various issues such as bad roads and
garbage dumping. Waste was one of our biggest problems and we needed creative solutions
beyond just cleaning up or trying to get the waste pick-up service to do a better job. That is when
I started hearing about home-based composting and segregation of waste, and decided to give
that a try in my apartment complex.
For others (6/18), their foray into community work was directly related to their environmental
consciousness. According to Lalitha:
My family comes from the village, and from childhood I have always had a consciousness about
waste. The village model is a closed system where all waste is recycled and reused. This has
always been in the back of mind, especially as I see how different things are here in Bangalore. So
for me I started off by composting at home, by myself. But as I got more connected, I have
become more active in my community, helping others start composting at home too.
For individuals like her, waste became a domain to express concern and care for the environment.
Lalitha also bicycles and grows organic food, and her involvement in the ZWM was a part of her
ecological orientation.
Finally, a small subset of middle-class actors (4) became involved in zero-waste initiatives out of
social justice concerns. These individuals, whose prior work involved labour organizing and
charitable activities, entered the movement with the explicit goal of making sure that middle-class
initiatives did not dispossess Bangalore’s waste-engaged poor.
Mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion
The ZWM was led by middle-class individuals who, along with organizational representatives, played
a central role in identifying the scope of the ’waste problem’ and devising suitable solutions. These
leaders managed to gain authority and were recognised as experts in waste management despite
the fact that most of them lacked any formal training in environmental or public health issues. The
source of this authority and the way in which it serves as a mechanism of exclusion signifies the class
politics of civic activism in Indian cities. Middle-class property owners, emboldened by formal
participation schemes constituted by the government that privilege elite voices in urban governance,
have come to see themselves as guardians of clean, green and world-class cities (Coelho and Venkat
2009; Ellis 2012). Additionally, being educated and well-resourced, they are able to acquire
information on environmental and civic issues from the Internet and deploy this information to gain
credibility. In contrast, informal sector waste workers, who actually do most recycling in Indian cities,
are easily framed as having vested interests and incapable of making informed decisions that
contribute to the common good (Anjaria 2009). Consequently the waste-engaged working classes
are often excluded from deliberations on how to manage waste. This mechanism of excluding
working class participation is partially subverted because middle-class individuals depend on the
working classes (Schindler 2014). Most middle-class households have domestic workers who are
responsible for cleaning and disposing waste. Working class people sweep streets, collect and
transport garbage, and reclaim recyclables from garbage dumps, subsidizing the functioning of
Indian cities. Working class and lower caste people thus become included in zero-waste projects as
executors: zero-waste initiatives need domestic workers, garbage collectors and waste-pickers to
segregate waste, operate composting systems and transport recyclables (Anantharaman 2014).
Workers are included the execution stage, while lacking voice in the planning stages of these
projects.
Goals processes and outcomes
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Zero-waste activities emerged first in response to Bangalore’s garbage-induced public health and
aesthetic problems. Frustrated by the government’s inability to deliver reliable services,
communities turned to composting and recycling as viable solutions. Indeed, for many middle-class
zero-waste practitioners, their involvement starts and stops with these community initiatives. They
remain focused on changing waste disposal behaviours in their immediate localities, sticking to
communitarian forms of participation.
Other actors, building on successes with small-scale efforts in their neighbourhoods have convened
a city-wide zero-waste movement. For these individuals, engagement in zero-waste discussions
online and offline, and coming into contact with environmental organizations like the Global Alliance
for Incinerator Alternatives (GAIA), has turned what started as a civic endeavour into one that has
explicit environmental goals. Zero-waste practitioners have educated themselves on the
environmental impacts of dumping and incineration, learning about climate change and water
pollution. Some individuals visited landfills in the periphery of the city and witnessed the
degradation of land and soil first-hand. Through continued engagement, these individuals developed
environmental subjectivities and some embraced more activist identities:
The more I got involved in all this, the more I realized that just cleaning up my street or just
getting some households to change their behaviour won’t do. We need to change how the
government manages waste from just a dumping mode to one where there is mostly recycling
and composting. And for that we also have to hold the companies that produce all this waste
accountable. You have heard of Extended Producer Responsibility? That has to be implemented
here.
As the quote demonstrates, individuals who started off as neighbourhood leaders soon looked to
play a more prominent role in municipal waste governance. Now interested in greening the city as a
whole, they sought to set up zero-waste systems that went beyond their individual streets or
apartment complexes to cover entire localities. These activists began to identify service providers to
collect recyclables and operate composting plants. Through all of this, zero-waste activists were
largely oblivious of the fact that Bangalore is home to a sizable waste-engaged informal sector that
collects, sorts and diverts over 1000 tonnes of recyclable material every day. Indeed, middle-class
activists initially turned to private companies to develop their zero-waste infrastructures, ignoring
the informal sector. These plans to privatize waste reclaiming could have displaced several hundred
waste pickers in Bangalore, demonstrating how sustainability initiatives shepherded by individuals
oblivious to poor and working class interests can actively harm these groups by failing to account for
their lived realities.
Becoming increasingly cognizant of these threats, organizations representing informal sector wastepickers built connections with middle-class zero-waste groups in order to protect waste-picker
livelihoods. Indeed, following other social movements that recognized that rebranding social justice
movements as environmental movements can help garner middle-class support, informal sector
organizations adopted “green” language and imagery to establish ecological legitimacy. This resulted
in a perceptible shift in the goals pursued by the ZWM. Instead of prioritizing public-private
partnerships with corporate entities, zero-waste activists began to partner with waste-pickers to set
up waste collection and sorting centres. Some middle-class individuals who started off in the
communitarian form of participation have, flouting convention, embraced activism in support of
waste pickers. Conversations with labour organizers and environmental activists pushed these
individuals to advocate for the rights of communities living near landfills, protest Waste to Energy
projects, revise the city’s waste management rules, and assist waste-pickers in obtaining
occupational identity cards through legal activism.
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Nevertheless, while many middle-class activists have become more supportive of the concerns of
the waste-engaged working classes, the latter are still under-represented within the ZWM. The
decision-making procedures of the ZWM, which rely on consensus building and ad-hoc relationships
with political elites, most often exclude waste workers. Waste workers are usually represented by
one or two organizational representatives, who might themselves be middle-class. This means that
even if working class voices are represented, this inclusion is indirect and in circumscribed roles.
Thus, while the goals and outcomes of the movement may have evolved, the ZWM remains locked
into a form of participation where waste workers are viewed largely as beneficiaries and executors.

Discussion
With governments in many national contexts moving from a regulatory to a facilitating role,
community-based sustainable consumption will likely continue to play a prominent part in
environmental governance. Given arguments that non-representative initiatives can perpetuate
social injustice, we used three case studies to ask, who participates in community-based sustainable
consumption projects and through what forms of participation? What are the mechanisms of
exclusion and inclusion? And, how are these mechanisms related to the goals, processes and
outcomes of sustainable consumption projects?
In each case we found that the leaders and initiators of projects played a central role in defining the
problem to be addressed, the scope of the project, and therefore participation more broadly. In the
English case, movement leaders explicitly critiqued the ‘activist’ form of participation from the
outset, seeing sustainability as a behavioural and managerial challenge. In Canada, movement
leadership problematized food consumption habits and industrialized production practices, but
ultimately sought to motivate behavioural changes reflecting middle-class tastes. The form of
participation most frequently observed in both these cases was ‘low-impact self-discipline’, though
communitarian forms were also evident. In Bangalore, a movement that initially involved only lowimpact self-discipline and communitarian participation broadened to include activist forms as new
entrants into the movement’s leadership challenged the ways in which waste issues were initially
problematized. This last case is rather promising, given that the initial framing of the case was
reworked into a more radical mode, suggesting the potential for new ideas and new publics to be
included in some contexts.
With respect to mechanisms of exclusion, in the activist form, only some actors were recognized as
having the authority and expertise to speak for the ‘common good’ and in India these actors were
largely middle-class. Most individuals interested in activism feared group activities becoming ‘too
political’ thereby alienating less radical, middle-class constituents. In the process, they likely
alienated other progressive movements. In the communitarian form, a primary mechanism of
exclusion was the tendency to homogenize community identity, rendering working class populations
invisible. When designing initiatives, organizers inadvertently failed to take into account the fact that
participation in valued activities relied on economic, educational and cultural capital. In the
Canadian examples, those trying to expand local production did so because they felt this was the
primary barrier to a localized food system. However, evidence suggest barriers include cultural
tastes, costs, food skills, availability, and leisure time (Alkon and Agyeman 2011; Guthman 2008;
Schoolman 2016). When working class actors were included in community initiatives, they were seen
as beneficiaries of the movement (Canada) or in circumscribed execution roles (India). In the lowimpact self-discipline form of participation, leaders aimed to tell people in their communities how to
live better, designing activities that promoted healthier, more sustainable and eco-friendly lifestyles.
This required an agreed-upon standard of what it means to live well; we found that across our cases
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this ideal reflected middle-class values and tastes. It also overlooked distinctly working class barriers
to living well, in this way excluding their participation.
In sum, the manner in which activities and efforts were designed was intimately shaped by the
middle-class people who took leadership roles in these movements; and the forms of participation
that ensued contributed to the consolidation of project goals and outcomes appropriate and
desirable for project leaders, in the manner of a feedback cycle (Figure 1). This cycle unintentionally
excluded working class participants, as the goals, problem and solution framing, and the activities
themselves were designed to the leaders’ tastes.

Figure 1: Mechanisms and moments of exclusion from community-based sustainable consumption
projects: A feedback cycle.
Given the feedback cycle identified above, the sustainability and social justice outcomes achieved by
these initiatives are mixed. Clearly, the more community action that takes place, the more extensive
the participation in sustainable consumption governance. This is in itself a positive step, and we
celebrate the energy and enthusiasm of the volunteers involved in these projects. However, there
are also more negative outcomes. As Bulkeley and Fuller (2012) point out, in low-carbon community
projects there is little recognition of the possibility of exclusion, either as a result of structural
inequality, or through marginalisation in decision-making processes. This lack of recognition of the
possibility of exclusion is very much apparent in our cases, particularly in the English context. When
the possibility for injustice is not acknowledged, that possibility is heightened. Our cases point to
injustices such as:
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Groups gaining authority in the community, and speaking for a broader community that
they do not represent (all three cases);
An entrenchment of issues relating to both environment and community being understood
as the province of the middle-classes (all three cases);
Local inequalities being reinforced by a failure to recognise the diversity of voices involved
in communitarian projects (England and Canada);
Working class people being oppressed by ‘community’ action, because their interests are
not being taken into account (India).

In most cases, these injustices seem to be produced by a lack of attention to equity issues when
framing these initiatives. Consequently, we posit that when community-based sustainable
consumption initiatives explicitly think about questions of inclusion and exclusion, some of these
injustices can be circumvented. This would require movement leaders to consider how to
problematize sustainable consumption and community problems from the outset, how to frame
participation, and how to deal with conflict.
Mainstream environmentalism has long been the bastion of white and/or middle and upper class
populations. Environmental organizations like the Sierra Club are beginning to recognize that this
lack of diversity is problematic both in of itself and because it limits who supports their agendas, and
are working on improving their grassroots organizing and outreach capacities. Sustainable
consumption projects could follow this lead and implement “best practices” in community
organizing, which include community mapping, applying asset-based approaches, and cultivating
leadership from within marginalized communities. Similarly, movements should question taken-forgranted authority and expertise: in the domain of sustainable consumption, it is not just the well-off
who have good ideas. The quotidian pro-environmental practices of the working classes and the
poor are also key to any sustainability transition. Thus, considering the normative basis of
sustainable consumption would be a necessary first step to creating more inclusive projects.
Reflecting both principles of justice and equity and evidence of past successful social movements
(Scott 2008), it is likely that by representing a more diverse public, community-based sustainable
consumption projects will better serve the environment they strive to protect.
Our case studies depict a feedback cycle driven by the appeal of community-based sustainability
projects to the middle-class and the tastes for engagement forms these people bring with them.
When middle-class individuals dominate groups, the groups develop identities and sensibilities that
in turn attract other middle-class members. Even when projects lack an explicit intention of being
exclusive or apolitical, they become so through this feedback cycle. In this way, potentially
transformative community-based sustainability initiatives can normalize and legitimize existing
inequities in access to resources and to participation in decision-making, resulting in community
action that fails to fully represent or include the community.
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